MARSHAL   XEY
Key had sworn that cnot all the Cossacks in the world
should prevent him from carrying out instructions'.
Later he was to blame Davout for retiring in such fashion
as to leave him stranded. But the real cause "was a
Russian threat to the main flank, by which KutusofT
almost succeeded in dividing the French corps as they
made for the Beresina. They could only avoid the trap
by hurrying, which was the military equivalent for
dooming Ney to a separate annihilation.
He was, of course., ignorant of this when he set out
for Krasnoi. The weather was milder, with foggy damp
and slush covering the hardened roadway. But the
wastage still continued. Among his command, two
men held constantly together; they were the 4th Regiment.
It was the same story of painful marching, Cossack
raids, and occasional volleys to protect flank and rear.
A so-called division of the ist Corps, under General
Ricard, had been cut off near ICrasnoi, and with this
addition to his force Ney continued over the levels.
The fog deepened; scouting was impossible. Even had
landmarks existed they would have signified nothing.
Then suddenly the leading files came to a halt. A dark
compact mass had loomed through the dimness shadow-
ing the plain, and the French recoiled, startled, before
fully grasping its meaning.
But a second glance was sufficient to show that all
such movement was futile. They were face to face with
a Russian force, 80,000 strong and zoo pieces of artillery.
One overwhelming attack, and Ney's rear-guard
would cease to exist. But the Russians were sure enough
of victory, apart from the knowledge that the 3rd Corps
was now isolated, to give it a chance of yielding. An
officer, under a -white flag, rode to the French lines, and
Ney received his message. cGo back to those who sent
you/ he answered, cand tell them that a Marshal of
France cannot surrender/ He was reminded that a
refusal could only lead to the useless slaughter of brave
men whose position, with the odds against them and
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